Merkel cells in neurofibromas and neurilemomas.
Merkel cells are an integral component of the cutaneous nervous system. They are commonly associated with dermal nerves under normal physiological conditions. We postulated that Merkel cells may be present in increased numbers within the epidermis overlying benign peripheral nerve sheath tumours such as neurilemomas and neurofibromas. Paraffin-embedded skin biopsy specimens from 21 patients with neurilemomas and 26 with neurofibromas, were analysed for the presence of Merkel cells using a standard immunohistochemical assay (avidin-biotin-peroxidase complex system) with an antibody to cytokeratin 8 (CAM 5.2). Ten cases of leiomyomas were examined as controls. Merkel cells were identified in the interfollicular area of the basal cell layer overlying 14 of 21 (67%) neurilemomas and nine of 26 (35%) neurofibromas. Merkel cells were more frequently observed in increased numbers in a linear array within the basal cell layer in neurilemomas than in neurofibromas, where they were found as individual cells. No Merkel cells were found in the epidermis overlying leiomyomas. The results of this study suggest that Merkel cells are quantitatively increased in the basal cell layer of the epidermis overlying benign peripheral nerve sheath tumours, particularly neurilemomas.